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Abstract 
The purpose of this study is to examine higher education programmes, concentrating on the strengths and defining challenges to 
be achieved for regional higher education institutions. The research was based on theoretical concepts and data gained within the 
framework of a project where more than 860 study programmes were evaluated, out of them more than 100 in regional higher 
education institutions; more than 200 experts participated in the evaluation. The main conclusions: there are a number of strong 
points – study programmes correspond to their objectives and students are involved in the decision-making process. At the same 
time, more critical thinking, as well as foreign language skills, should be integrated into the study process of regional higher 
education programmes. 
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1. Introduction 
Nowadays, higher education institutions should be considered as an element of change, and an agent that does not 
just stimulate and encourage the interconnection of learning, research and innovation: it should be considered as a 
necessity to develop knowledge and innovation infrastructure which could ensure this interrelation and the transfer 
of knowledge into the economy. There is an axiomatic notion that development of the higher education system is a 
process which has no finishing line; in order to understand the directions of further growth, it is required to evaluate 
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what has been done over a certain period, taking into consideration a diagnosis of the present situation as a part of 
the solution.  
The need to comprehensively evaluate what has been created in these dynamic activities was logical within both 
national and international contexts. It was also prompted by what the European Commission emphasized regarding 
the need for a global component at European universities (Europen Commission). Latvia belongs to the international 
higher education landscape characterised by radical changes in shape and content, and Latvia’s higher educational 
institutions are among approximately 4,000 European universities that must integrate international issues in their 
national solutions and adapt these national solutions to international contexts. 
A number of important changes have taken place in the labour market of the 21st century - it has become obvious 
that education should be accessible not only for those living in the capital city, but also for people living in rural 
regions. In this regard, the regional higher education institutions play an essential role. Even more – they promote 
economic activities in the region, thus fostering its overall development.  The Latvian National Development Plan 
for the years 2014 – 2020 states that “it is necessary to increase economic activity in the regions and development 
centres by attracting and using the resources of the surrounding territories, encouraging the development of business 
activity and the transport and ICT infrastructure, developing and utilising fully the potential of educational 
institutions and boosting people’s mobility” (Cross Sectional Coordination Centre). 
Universities, as poles of knowledge, creativity and innovation, play a key part in regional development and global 
competitiveness. Universities are active promoters of innovation culture at regional and international level by 
increasing the synergy among education, research and innovation (Muresan, Gogu, 2010). The most important 
challenge the academic environment faces in the new economy is to bridge the gap between the political decision, 
the governance and the labour market, offering innovative solutions and developing intellectual capital to address 
various issues of the knowledge economy (Muresan, Gogu, 2010). This can be provided by regional universities as 
well. Besides the education process, regional higher education institutions provide the following functions for 
regions (Fig. 1). 
Fig. 1. Role of the HEIs in regional development 
Source. Author’s Figure, according (Cross Sectional Coordination Centre; ESF (European Social Fund) Project report; European Commission 
; Franklin, 2009; Muresan, Gogu, 2010) 
 
At a time when many regions are grappling with economic challenges and universities are struggling to 
demonstrate their public value, the question of how regions and universities might partner effectively begs to be 
addressed (Franklin, 2009).  
In Latvia, a significant problem is the lack of an assessment mechanism for graduates and their higher education 
potential. Consequently, it is not possible to assess the conformity of higher education with the requirements of a 
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profession (job). Therefore one of the basic problems noted by employers is insufficient practical skills of students-
graduates. In this regard, it is important to evaluate the quality of regional higher education institutions in order to 
guarantee a sustainable, competitive and qualitative product.  
The purpose of this study is to examine the higher education programmes, concentrating on the strengths and 
defining challenges to be achieved for regional higher education institutions. The evaluation of higher education 
programmes in Latvia was performed in the framework of the European Social Fund financed project in years 2011–
2013. 
Results of the evaluation of higher education programmes in Latvia are essential both for further improvement of 
the study process and for driving regional growth. There are a number of higher education institutions located in the 
regions of Latvia which facilitate economic development there. The results of this research are also important for the 
National Research programme: "Economic transformation, smart growth, governance and legal framework for the 
state and society for sustainable development - a new approach to the creation of a sustainable learning community - 
EKOSOC - LV". This programme was established to create a knowledge base for a sustainable development process 
of the state and society, and to elaborate the theoretical grounds for sustainable development strategies and action 
policies through a variety of scientific research (www.lza.lv, 2015).   
The questions addressed in this paper are the following: What is the theoretical background for the evaluation of 
higher education programmes? What are the main results of the evaluation of higher education study programmes in 
Latvia? What is the role of the universities in facilitating regional economic development?  
2. Research methodology and participants 
The research methodology in education is based on a large quantity of data collected through quantitative and 
qualitative methods of analysis (Ashcroft and Palacio, 2013). In this study, a wide range of research methods were 
applied: observation, document analysis – self-evaluation report analysis, questionnaires, expert interviews and the 
SWOT analysis.  Research was based on theoretical concepts, data gained within the framework of the project, and 
interviews with the project experts. The evaluation of higher education study programmes in Latvia has been taking 
place from May 2011 to June 2013; after completion of the evaluation the results were gathered and analysed. 860 
higher education study programmes were evaluated within the framework of the project; these were divided into 9 
sections and 28 branches. More than 100 study programmes of regional higher education institutions were among 
them. On the basis of this evaluation, the strengths of the Latvian education system were identified, inter alia at 
regional level, and the points that required further development were identified. More than 237 experts were 
involved in the evaluation, both from Latvia and from foreign countries (107 foreign experts from 14 European 
countries). The evaluation team was organised on the basis of best principles and by involving advanced experts. 
The Centre of Higher Education Quality Assessment, previously responsible for selecting experts for accreditation 
of programmes, was the responsible body for selecting experts for this project.  
The team consisted of the following experts: 2 foreign experts – one of them being the team leader and 
responsible for the work of the team; 1 local expert – holding a PhD degree or with experience in the evaluation of 
programmes in the field, at the same time the expert was not elected to any higher education institution of Latvia; 1 
representative from the Employers Confederation of Latvia; 1 representative from the Student Association of Latvia. 
All of the experts were approved by the Project Management Committee. 
The experts followed both a formative and summative approach – recommendations for evaluating programmes 
were provided, at the same time a programme’s merit was judged, since the programmes were listed into three 
groups: 1) programmes considered to be sustainable; 2) programmes which should be improved; 3) programmes 
which do not correspond to the criteria. Experts’ evaluations were based on the quantitative approach, since the 
experts had to fill in a questionnaire containing 62 criteria, and, more importantly, also on the qualitative approach, 
since the experts provided reports, stating both strong and weak aspects of the study programmes that were 
integrated in one of the 28 branches of study.   
To assess various ways of cooperation between higher education institutions and local governments, in 2012a 
survey was conducted among Latvia’s local authorities. A total of 89 of Latvia’s local authorities were invited to 
participate in the survey. Replies were received from 57 local authorities, which accounted for 64% of all the 
municipalities involved in the survey. 
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3.  The theoretical basis for the evaluation of higher education programmes  
The methodology for evaluating higher education programmes internationally was developed on the basis of the 
Standards and Guidelines developed by the European Association for Quality Assurance in Higher Education 
(ENQA) and accepted at the conference of European ministers of higher education in Bergen on 19-20 May 2005; 
the recommendations of the European Parliament and the Council on further European cooperation in quality 
assurance in higher education (Norvegian Ministry of Education and Research); the establishment of the European 
Qualifications Framework for lifelong learning; the Bologna process recommendation and the recommendation for 
the harmonisation of requirements (European Commission); results and recommendations of Phare and Erasmus 
projects, for example, the “ERASMUS + Guide for Experts on  Quality Assessment” (European Commission). 
The theoretical and methodological approach of the research is based on scientists’ conclusions regarding quality 
and programme evaluation theories. “Both quality and programme evaluation theories are based on a holistic 
approach that incorporates all aspects: functions and forces of a higher education organization, which have 
interactions and impact on each other” (Mizikaci, 2006). Quality in the sense of achieving academic excellence has 
always been a central value in higher education (Schwarz, 2004). The quality of a country’s higher education sector, 
its assessment and monitoring is not only a key to its social and economic well-being, but also a determining factor 
affecting the status of that higher education system at international level (Vincent–Lancrin, Pfotenhauer, 2012). 
Education quality has become an international term, since it is measured internationally and universities are 
compared to each other all over the world. 
Quality is a dynamic state related to products, services, people, processes and the environment that meets or 
exceeds customers’ expectations, needs or desires (De Jager, Nieuwenhuis, 2005). However, there are various 
meanings embedded in the notion of quality when it is used in reference to the teaching and managing of post-
compulsory education and training (Dennis, 2012). At the same time, increased demands for colleges and 
universities to engage in assessment of outcomes for accountability purposes have accelerated the need to bridge the 
gap between higher education practice and the fields of measurement, assessment, and evaluation (Dennis, 2012). 
Higher education is in the early stages of a seismic shift away from a curriculum and teaching towards learning 
outcomes, learning support, and assessment as quality differentiators (Secolsky, Denison, 2011). The traditional 
pedagogical model which sees teachers as sources of wisdom instructing students who passively receive their 
knowledge, is shifting to a model of mutual discourse and participatory learning. Students are seeking greater 
involvement in influencing the experiences and outcomes of their education.  
In specialised literature, a number of different definitions characterising programme evaluation can be found. For 
example, programme evaluation is defined as the application of evaluation approaches, techniques, and knowledge 
to systematically assess and improve the planning, implementation, and effectiveness of programmes (Smith, 2011). 
Other authors define programme evaluation “as a systematic operation of varying complexity involving data 
collection, observations and analyses, and culminating in a value judgment with regard to the quality of the program 
being evaluated, considered in its entirety, or through one or more of its components” (Mizikaci, 2006). 
The challenge in programme evaluation is to achieve a balance of both kinds of credibility. A helpful strategy is 
to pursue stakeholder credibility in the earliest phases of evaluation design, but to yield to scientific principles later 
in the process (Chen, 2005). Besides, one of major issues for the 21st century is to re-focus on what is meant by 
quality assurance and to think again about how quality can be ensured. Sadly, almost all quality assurance 
procedures have been developed on the basis of very limited research evidence (Chen, 1990). New approaches to 
delivering academic quality and quality assurance in teaching and learning make effective, affordable post-
secondary education accessible to more learners than was ever before possible (Smith, 2011). The Malcolm Baldrige 
National Quality Award programme provides a comprehensive model for systematic quality improvement and 
innovation with criteria for performance excellence in seven areas: (1) leadership; (2) strategic planning; (3) 
customer focus; (4) measurement, analysis, and knowledge management; (5) workforce focus; (6) operations focus; 
and (7) results (National Institute of Standards and Technology). The quality map is a new concept that explicitly 
takes into account the environment, strategic planning and the quality cycle of the institution. The quality map helps 
the management of the higher education institution to present an overview of the quality assurance system to 
external evaluators, members of the organization, students and other stakeholders (Kettunen, 2011). In the 
evaluation process, one should take into account the well-known concept: trust is essential for effective teamwork, 
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which can promote accountability (Migliore, 2012). There are a number of other evaluation methods introduced 
recently. We have returned to one of the taproots of Western culture, a historic foundation for teaching and learning, 
the one-to-one or small group conversation, only to discover a previously unimaginable future (Smith, 2011). In the 
framework of the evaluation process a certain kind of mechanism is often followed. For example, Latifi (2012) has 
explained the process that is usually taken into consideration: 
• The institution must draft a clear policy and follow a periodic evaluation of the efficiency of actions undertaken 
for the assurance of quality and standards of the study programmes it provides; 
• The institution must use formal mechanisms for the periodical examination, approval, and supervision of the 
study programme it provides; 
• The institution must aim at an increase of awareness of its staff and students who attend study programmes about 
the importance of quality and quality assurance; 
• The institution must draft and apply a strategy on the continuous improvement of quality and must make it 
public.  
Another challenge concerning the evaluation of higher education programmes is related to the different types of 
study programmes  -  college, academic, professional study programmes, etc., and the necessity of applying unified 
criteria for their evaluation, taking into account the necessity to compare programmes within the framework of one 
branch. Nevertheless, all the parties (the ministry, employers and higher education institutions) agree that the 
evaluation of study programmes is of importance and it helps to improve the higher education system. This 
challenge was faced in Latvia as well.  
The approach outlined above is largely consistent with the approach of the evaluation of higher education study 
programmes in Latvia, which was done by the Centre of Higher Education Quality Assessment. The evaluation 
process may be reflected in this scheme designed by the Higher Education Quality Evaluation Centre (Fig. 2). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fig. 2. Evaluation process of the higher education study programmes 
 
The evaluation process included the following stages: evaluation planning; self-evaluation; preparation for the 
evaluation; a site visit of the expert team; drafting of the evaluation report; consideration and publication of the 
evaluation report; follow-up.  
Thus the theoretical basis of the study may well serve as a starting point and initial guideline for the practical 
solution of the research problem. 
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4. The evaluation process of higher education study programmes in Latvia and the main results 
In the project, for the first time in Latvia methodological experience was gained in the evaluation of study 
programmes in accordance with international criteria, and classified by study direction. In addition, the methodology 
was developed and approbated during the stage of preparation for the evaluation of studies – an audit company 
verified the methodology before the Ministry of Education and Science (MoES) approved it. Then the validated 
methodology was implemented in practice. 
The study programmes implemented by higher education institutions (HEIs) of Latvia were evaluated according 
to the following key criteria groups: quality (19 criteria), availability of resources (11 criteria), sustainability (18 
criteria), overlap and cooperation (14 criteria), by the experts who filled in a special questionnaire. The programmes 
with adequate capacities and quantitative and qualitative performance characteristics for their further 
implementation were identified (Rivza, Brence, 2013). By working intensively, the evaluation of study programmes 
was finished before June 2012. As a result, 589 programmes or 68 % of their total number were convincingly 
recognised as of high quality and were included in Group I, 216 programmes or 25 % were recognised as the ones to 
be improved on the basis of expert recommendations and were included in Group II, while 55 study programmes or 
7 % had negative, Group III, evaluation (Rivza, Brence, 2013). 
 It is important to note that after the evaluation had been completed, most of the HEIs, without any delay, 
started to improve their medium- and low-score study programmes on the basis of experts’ recommendations, or 
took such radical measures as, for instance, closing or consolidating their study programmes, or amalgamating 
faculties. Thus, one part of the low-score programmes from the academic years of 2012/2013 or 2013/2014 were no 
longer implemented, or were integrated into high-score programmes. 
Although each study branch had some specific features, there were still a number of aspects that were provided 
in most of the reports and thus may be judged as strong factors when considering the Latvian regional higher 
education system: 
• Most of the study programmes corresponded to the four objectives of higher education (personality, resolving 
issues concerning democratic society and the development of science, satisfaction of labour market 
requirements); in general, standards and guidelines for quality assurance in European higher education area 
(Standards, 2005) were observed. Objectives and tasks of the study programmes in most cases were oriented 
towards improvement of the study process and the increase of students’ competitiveness in the labour market; 
• In most cases the content and quality of study programmes complied with the needs of the state and a region, in 
many cases they had been positively evaluated by employers and graduates; 
• In most of the regional higher education institutions the study process was well organised, the theoretical part 
was closely related to practical training, students’ needs were taken into account, there was flexible interaction 
both during the study process and after graduation;  
• In most cases the scientific research and graduation papers of students were closely related to the objectives and 
content of study programmes. PhD students took part in conferences in Latvia and abroad; 
• Various study methods were offered to students, inter alia e-learning opportunities. Students were involved in the 
decision-taking process. Academic staff provided the necessary assistance for students during studies by 
providing consultations and communication via the internet; 
• Grading systems and requirements for students were clearly defined and allowed objective evaluation of 
knowledge, skills and competences. 
Five problems mentioned most often by experts and specific to Latvia’s regional higher education were derived 
from expert recommendations and SWOT analyses of the study directions. Expert groups highlighted the following 
in each particular study direction: (1) insufficient international cooperation, which might be often explained by two 
other problems – (2) insufficient use or knowledge of foreign languages and (3) insufficient funds; (4) insufficient 
cooperation of HEIs among themselves and with other potential partners in Latvia, for instance, the study on the 
cooperation between municipalities and HEIs and their affiliates in the regions, along with a need for the availability 
of higher education in the regions, indicated reserves for the participation of HEIs in regional development as well 
as greater engagement of employers is needed in ensuring a high-quality study process; and finally – (5) overlapping 
of study programmes within a study direction. 
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Higher education is one of the most important factors affecting the growth of a regional economy. In particular, it 
determines the need to promote social partnerships and engage social partners to a greater extent in order to tackle 
the urgent problems of a particular territory in relation to education and employment problems. Such cooperation 
has been started, and its prospects are good, especially because there is a gap between labour market demand and the 
possibilities for higher education of supplying qualified specialists of broad profile. In this respect, it is important to 
design cooperation programmes within the context of developing a local territory and businesses by engaging local 
governments, businessmen, higher education institutions, and other social partners. They should take part in 
designing and improving education standards and study programmes, providing practical training placements for 
students and the quality fulfilment of practical training programmes, and they should create training possibilities for 
academics at enterprises, so that they are better informed about the newest trends in technologies.  
5. Conclusions 
The findings of the research allow the authors to draw the conclusion that higher education in Latvia is a 
sustainable and competitive system of social existence, having the ability to integrate into the higher education and 
development processes of Europe and the world (globalization, internationalisation of higher education, the Bologna 
Process). In general, the higher education system in Latvia is developing, and further work should be continued in 
order to bring the quality of higher education to a higher level. 
The evaluation of study programmes was organized in accordance with international standards. These standards 
stipulate the key objectives of higher education: tackling the problems of personality, democratic society and 
scientific development as well as meeting labour market requirements. There is heated debate in scientific literature 
regarding what ‘qualitative higher education’ means and how higher education quality should be measured. At the 
same time, there is almost unanimous opinion that regional universities are one of the key regional economy drivers. 
The expert assessment of the evolution of education programmes and the SWOT analysis show that there are 
several strong points noted for regional higher education institutions in most of the experts’ reports, stating that 
content and quality of study programmes comply with the needs of the state and the regions; the qualification of 
academic personnel complies with the standards set by the state; various study methods are offered to students, inter 
alia e-learning opportunities are developing in many higher education institutions; grading systems and requirements 
for students are clearly defined and allow the objective evaluation of knowledge, skills and competences; an 
individual approach is ensured in most of the higher education institutions by providing feedback. 
There are a number of aspects that need to be improved in regional higher education of Latvia, inter alia: plans 
for academic staff qualification development should be designed and implemented as well as systematic professional 
development of academic staff should be ensured, e.g. application of foreign languages; more graduation papers 
should be elaborated in foreign languages (in this case amendments to Latvian legislation should be introduced); the 
critical thinking of students should be developed within the framework of the study process; more attention should 
be paid to an interdisciplinary approach of study programmes; cooperation among Latvian higher education 
institutions should be ensured. At present stage, a situation often indicates that international cooperation networks 
are much stronger than cooperation among Latvian higher education institutions. 
The results of the research are supported by the fact that the project’s outcomes are integrated into the draft 
“Concept of Latvia’s Higher Education and University Development for 2013–2020”, focusing on such significant 
higher education aspects as the financing of higher education, internal and external administration of higher 
education institutions, the structure and typology of higher education, modernisation of higher education.  
The results of the research have become a goal to be achieved, as the transition to the accreditation of the study 
directions has to be highlighted within the project “Evaluation of Higher Education Study Programmes and 
Proposals for Quality Improvement”, which may be viewed as an element of modernisation of the higher education 
system and one of the most essential innovations of the reform.  
In order to maintain and update an education information system that complies with international standards and 
to integrate this system into the information system of scientific institutions, an academic and scientific database has 
been created, containing information about academic personnel of higher education institutions, publications, 
projects implemented, etc. as well as self-assessment reports of higher education institutions. 
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